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EXECUTIVE SUMMARY 
 

The COVID-19 pandemic and associated restrictions have had significant impacts on international students 
studying at universities in Australia. Steering Committee members of the Myanmar Research Network (MRN) 
at the University of Melbourne (UoM) in partnership with the Unimelb Myanmar Students’ Association 
(UMSA) conducted a survey in July-August 2020 to understand and document these impacts.  

Given the survey findings, suggestions provided by students themselves, and additional consultations with 
students from Myanmar, we have made a number of recommendations for practical steps by UoM (further 
detail on these recommendations is provided in Section 4 below):  

1. Financial support: that UoM (DVC, International) maintains the existing funding available and 
reviews eligibility criteria, e.g. for support for loss of income, to provide options for students with no 
employment history in Australia and/or who face difficulties providing evidence of loss of income. 
 

2. Information: that UoM (DVC, International) improves the information on available support and 
funding for international students by: 

a. Making it more accessible in terms of language, with clear instructions that are easy to follow; 
b. Not requiring multiple or large-file document uploads or extraneous documentation;  
c. Having clear timelines and updates for students regarding support available and the status of 

their applications. 
 

3. Online learning, mentoring for studies: that UoM (MRN) facilitates direct one-on-one mentoring 
opportunities between staff and student members of the MRN with a focus on study support for 
online learning; and that MRN also continues to provide networking opportunities. 
 

4. Additional support 
a. Career and employment advice: that UoM (DVC, International) provides targeted career and 

employment advice and support to international students; 
b. Visa support: that the UoM (DVC, International), along with the Myanmar Embassy, provide 

direct outreach and assistance to international students regarding the extension of student 
visas; 

c. Mental health support: that UoM / Counselling and Psychological Services reach out directly 
to international students, to provide clear information on specific, cost-free and confidential 
options available, as many students are still not aware of mental health services available.  
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These recommendations, which are elaborated in Section 4, are in direct response to the issues faced by 
students from Myanmar who are currently studying at UoM: 

1. Two thirds of students surveyed described negative impacts on their ability to support themselves 
financially (and dependents, if relevant) during their studies in Australia. Financial impacts were most 
commonly linked to lack or loss of part-time and casual employment.  
 

2. There are significant gaps in awareness about the different types of assistance and support available 
to international students in Victoria, including the COVID-19 financial support provided by UoM. 
Often-lengthy waiting periods and lack of updates about the status of applications for support 
contribute to significant stress and uncertainty. Students also face difficulties in applying for the types 
of support that are currently available, since they often do not know how to navigate bureaucratic 
systems and/or do not have the type of documentation required to apply for this support.  
 

3. Students’ abilities to study are also impacted significantly, with the transition to online teaching and 
learning posing major challenges for many students. Students also described significant mental 
health impacts and concerns.  
 

4. Students surveyed reported relatively low levels of satisfaction with the support received to date 
from UoM. Half of the respondents also considered that the support available for international 
students in Australia was insufficient to meet their needs in the current situation. 

As MRN members, we are deeply concerned by the lack of satisfaction that students from Myanmar have 
reported concerning support received during the COVID-19 pandemic. During consultations with Myanmar 
students, some described already advising their friends and contacts back home not to apply to study in 
Australia in the future, due to their own negative experiences; many reported feeling very disappointed by 
the lack of Federal Government support for international students in the context of the COVID-19 pandemic.  

If the situation does not change, there is a serious risk that future international students will be dissuaded 
from studying in Australia in light of the negative experiences of current students – something that has been 
highlighted in other investigations by Australian academics and which will have severe impacts on a higher 
education system that has already been negatively affected by the pandemic.1 We are therefore committed 
to advocating for Federal Government support systems to be extended to international students.  

Although this survey and parallel consultations conducted by MRN focused on students from Myanmar, the 
experiences of these students are illustrative of challenges and issues faced by international students more 
generally. MRN members and students involved in consultations therefore feel strongly that the 
recommendations detailed in this report would benefit all international students at UoM. 

 

 

 
1 https://www.abc.net.au/news/2020-08-17/international-students-would-tell-others-not-to-come-
australia/12558882?fbclid=IwAR1bmEu2IdBslRHOgaOrz1toMKc0HCYZ0BNQmGQDPuhNBjwrIWoY4myKkH4 – accessed 28 August 2020.  

https://www.abc.net.au/news/2020-08-17/international-students-would-tell-others-not-to-come-australia/12558882?fbclid=IwAR1bmEu2IdBslRHOgaOrz1toMKc0HCYZ0BNQmGQDPuhNBjwrIWoY4myKkH4
https://www.abc.net.au/news/2020-08-17/international-students-would-tell-others-not-to-come-australia/12558882?fbclid=IwAR1bmEu2IdBslRHOgaOrz1toMKc0HCYZ0BNQmGQDPuhNBjwrIWoY4myKkH4
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BACKGROUND 
 

This survey was conducted by Steering Committee members of the Myanmar Research Network (MRN) at 
the University of Melbourne in partnership with the Unimelb Myanmar Students’ Association (UMSA). The 
survey questions were designed collaboratively, after initial consultation discussions led by MRN members 
and attended by UMSA representatives and other students from Myanmar who are currently studying at the 
University of Melbourne (UoM).  

During these consultations, it was found that students from Myanmar were experiencing significant 
difficulties as a result of the COVID-19 pandemic and resulting lockdowns. The decision was therefore made 
to survey our student members and networks in order to enable MRN and UMSA to (a) gain better 
understanding of the difficulties that these students are facing as well as (b) identify student-centred 
solutions and ways to provide support for those facing difficulties.  

More specifically, through this survey we identified: ways in which students from Myanmar who are 
currently studying in Australia (including but not limited to the University of Melbourne) have been affected 
by the COVID-19 pandemic; possible barriers and challenges that these students are facing in accessing 
existing support systems; and strategies to assist students in accessing necessary support.  

The survey was undertaken over July and August 2020, with responses being collected both before and 
during the renewed period of lockdown in Melbourne and wider Victoria starting mid/later-July 2020.  

Overall, 60 persons responded formally. Of these, 31 were students from UoM. This report is based on those 
31 students only, as the intention of this report is to focus on the experiences of and support measures 
needed for UoM students. A parallel report has been written which focuses on all respondents. It should be 
noted that, despite the relatively small sample size, discussions with UMSA representatives and others 
including the Australia Myanmar Institute enabled MRN to be satisfied that the responses represent the 
broad views of many other students who did not submit a response of their own. 

A majority of students surveyed (58%) have been at UoM for over 24 months (Table 1, Appendix). Almost 
three quarters of the students are studying at Undergraduate level, 16% at Masters level, and 3% at PhD 
level (Table 2, Appendix). 

In relation to visa and residency status, 85% of the UoM Myanmar students who were surveyed are currently 
on student visas. Of these students, all but one have visas expiring in 2021 or 2022, with the other expiring 
in August 2020. One student has a residency permit; two are citizens of New Zealand; and one is ‘other’.  

The information gathered from the survey has been complemented, where appropriate, by supplementary 
information obtained through consultations led by MRN Steering Committee members and attended by 
UMSA representatives and other students from Myanmar who are currently studying at UoM. These 
consultation sessions enabled MRN Steering Committee members to obtain more details as to factors 
feeding into some of the difficulties faced by students from Myanmar. 
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DETAILS OF KEY SURVEY FINDINGS 
 

Income sources and financial impacts 

The majority (61%) of UoM Myanmar students who were surveyed rely mostly on financial support from 
their families in order to sustain themselves during their studies in Australia. Nine (29%) are scholarship 
holders, and two (6.5%) rely primarily on part-time work (Table 3, Appendix).  

Two thirds (66%) of students surveyed described the COVID-19 pandemic impacting negatively on their 
ability to support themselves (and their dependents, if relevant) financially during their studies in Australia 
(Table 4). A third of the students (33%) described experiencing minor financial impacts, in the sense that 
they have to go without a few things that they would normally have; 23% described experiencing moderate 
financial impacts and going without things that they need; and 10% described experiencing major financial 
impacts and struggling to meet basic needs such as food and rent. Additionally, two of the three students 
who reported experiencing major financial impacts due to COVID-19 also support dependents, as they have 
family members in Melbourne. 

Of the UoM Myanmar students surveyed who are also scholarship holders, one has experienced major 
financial impacts, two moderate financial impacts, and the remaining six low or no impacts. The three most 
impacted were supplementing or had been planning to supplement their scholarship income with part-time 
work that has now become unavailable due to the COVID-19 pandemic and associated lockdowns.  

Almost all students who reported experiencing significant financial impacts related these impacts to the 
lack of part-time and casual employment – either because they were unable to secure paid employment 
as they had initially planned, or because they lost previous part-time or casual employment. Additionally, 
one student who previously relied mostly on financial support from their family back home in Myanmar 
reported that their family has experienced significant losses of income during the COVID-19 pandemic, with 
major knock-on impacts on the student’s ability to live and study in Melbourne.  

The gravity of the situation faced by students who are experiencing significant financial impacts is 
demonstrated in this response from one student: 

I have been struggling to support my family since before the COVID-19 because everything is so 
hard and expensive.  COVID-19 has impacted on my situation getting worse because I have lost my 
casual job. Actually, I had to sell my apartment to come here with my family and have to spend my 
money while I am struggling. Because of COVID-19, my savings have almost gone. So, I had to 
borrow more money from my friends to survive here with my family especially for the COVID-19.  

 

Impacts on studies 

The COVID-19 pandemic has also impacted significantly on students’ abilities to study, with the transition 
to online teaching and learning being reported as posing major challenges for students. Students described 
struggling with the quality and kind of online learning, suffering from a lack of access to resources and 
laboratories, and being significantly impacted by associated mental health concerns.  
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For example, one student mentioned, “The difficulties to keep up with my studies via online classes as tutors 
are not as accessible for consultation compared to face-to-face classes.” Another stated, “The online study 
makes me less productive.” Several mentioned feelings like “Always feel trapped inside” and “Being closed 
within four walls has taken away my motivation to study.” And several also mentioned mental health 
concerns like “Increased mental stress”.  

Table 5 (see Annexes) categorises the main impacts that students described experiencing in relation to their 
studies, but these impacts are often interconnected. For example, unsuitable working-from-home 
environments make online learning more difficult; the lack of social contact contributes to mental health 
concerns; and financial difficulties add to stress and difficulties in continuing with one’s studies.  

For example, one student stated, “I struggled to catch up with lectures and tutes and found it really hard to 
study at home.” Another said, “It is just harder to be engaged in online classes sometimes, and finding that 
motivation to keep showing up as I am at home all the time.” And yet another explained, “COVID-19 have a 
significant impact on my studies, and I cannot concentrate well on my studies mainly because of my loss of 
casual jobs and financial hardship.”  

It is also worth noting that the majority of students reported experiencing no impacts on their visa situations. 
However, one student extended their visa due to changes in their study load; and another explained that 
they cannot enter Australia due to travel restrictions and are therefore studying from overseas. 

 

Assistance and support for international students – knowledge and access 

Awareness of assistance and support programmes that are currently available to international students in 
Victoria appears to be quite variable (Table 6, in Annexes), with there being significant gaps in awareness 
about many of the different types of assistance and support available – including the COVID-19 financial 
support provided by UoM.  

It is important to note that one third of UoM students from Myanmar had not heard of the COVID-19 
financial support provided by UoM (Table 6, in Annexes). There is therefore a lack of awareness about the 
support provided by UoM and that can be accessed by international students. Additionally, significant 
proportions of students had not heard of other types of support available, including: Victorian Government 
International Student Emergency Relief Fund (40% unaware of this); City of Melbourne international student 
support (80% unaware of this); Victorian Government (COVID-19) rent relief grant (66% unaware of this); 
and Foodbank Victoria (70% unaware of this).  

Only about one third of students surveyed applied for any kind of assistance or support (see breakdown 
in Table 7, in Annexes). Those who did not apply mainly reported that this was due either to a lack of 
awareness or because they did not believe that they qualified (Table 8, in Annexes). Of the students who 
applied for assistance, just over half were successful (Table 9, in Annexes). These students received 
assistance in the form of financial support from UoM and food vouchers. Out of seven that applied for the 
UoM COVID-19 Emergency Support Fund, five were successful. One UoM student reported having applied 
for the City of Melbourne International student support scheme a month before the survey was conducted 
and still not knowing the status of their application.  
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Often-lengthy waiting periods and lack of updates about the status of their applications for support 
(including UoM COVID-19 financial support) are also contributing to significant levels of stress and 
uncertainty. Additionally, during consultation discussions, students from Myanmar described significant 
difficulties in applying for the types of support that are currently available, since they often do not know how 
to navigate the bureaucratic systems to access this support and/or they often do not have the type of 
documentation required to apply for the support (e.g. Myanmar citizens and residents often do not have 
official records of income, taxes or income losses, which they can then use to demonstrate loss of income as 
a result of the pandemic). Students involved in consultations explained that, together, difficulties in 
navigating bureaucratic systems and in providing required documentation contributed to their feelings that 
they did not qualify or would not be successful in applying for support. 

 

Satisfaction levels in relation to support for international students 

Overall, the UoM Myanmar students surveyed reported relatively low levels of satisfaction with the 
support received from the University. Only 16% reported being satisfied with the support provided by UoM 
and 30% reported being unsatisfied (Table 10, in Annexes). However, 30% also reported needing no support 
and a further 23% reported being neither satisfied nor unsatisfied. Additionally, half the respondents 
considered that, in general terms, the support available for international students in Australia was 
insufficient to meet their needs in the current situation (Table 11, in Annexes). 
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RECOMMENDATIONS 
 

Students surveyed made specific suggestions for additional support or support priorities, which are 
summarized below. Additionally, we have provided a list of recommended practical steps to provide this 
support most effectively. 

Student identified suggestions and needs: 

1. Make more financial support available (e.g. employment, loans, grants, rent relief) and reductions in 
subject fees 
 

2. Provide clearer information on the support available and how to apply for this support (including 
guidelines for applications, support for documentation needed, etc.) 
 

3. Need for support with online learning, mentoring for studies 
 

4. Need for advice and support with careers and obtaining part-time work during studies 
 

5. Need for visa support 
 

6. Need for mental health support 

Given the survey findings described above, the suggestions provided by students themselves, as well as 
additional consultations and discussions that MRN members conducted with students from Myanmar, we 
have made a number of recommendations for practical steps by UoM: 

1. Financial support: we recommend that the UoM (DVC, International) maintains the existing funding 
available to international students until at least the end of the current academic year, and reviews 
eligibility criteria, e.g. for support for loss of income, to provide options for students with no 
employment history in Australia and/or who face difficulties providing evidence of loss of income. 
 

2. Information: We recommend that the UoM (DVC, International) improve the information on 
available support and funding for international students by making it more accessible in terms of 
language,  with clear instructions that are easy to follow, and not require extraneous documentation. 
Students also have very different speeds and levels of internet access and we would recommend as 
part of streamlining applications for assistance that they not require multiple or large-file document 
uploads. At the moment, it is clear that many students, including very vulnerable students, are not 
aware of some of the key support services available. 
 

3. Online learning, mentoring for studies: we recommend that the UoM (MRN) facilitates direct one-
on-one mentoring opportunities between staff and student members of the MRN with a focus on 
study support for online learning; and that MRN continues to provide opportunities for networking 
among themselves and with staff, including by providing incentives to participate. 
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4. Additional support, we recommend: 
 

a. Career and employment advice: that UoM (DVC, International) provides targeted career and 
employment advice and support to international students. Underlying this recommendation, 
another recent survey found that international students are being disproportionately put out 
of work in the context of the COVID-19 pandemic.2 While we recognise that this goes beyond 
the usual role of the University, more could still be done to help international students, who 
face different issues to Australian students when applying for work. 
 

b. Visa support: that the UOM (DVC, International), along with the Myanmar Embassy, provides 
direct outreach and assistance to international students in relation to the extension of 
student visas. We note and support the Federal Government’s recent changes to support 
international student visa applications, but we find that there is low awareness and 
understanding of the requirements. 

 

c. Mental health support: that UoM / Counselling and Psychological Services reach out directly 
to international students, to provide clear information on specific, cost-free and confidential 
options available, as many students are not aware of mental health services available. The 
University has responded to the increased need for mental health support and current 
support services have been increased since the start of the year. However, students are often 
not aware of the types of support available. As we have recommended regarding the above 
issues, support is likely to be more effective for international students if the University 
reaches out directly to this group to detail the specific, cost-free, and confidential options 
available to them. 

In making these recommendations, we also see more work for MRN to do going forward. In this vein, here 
are our commitments: 

• That MRN members advocate for Federal Government – and, as appropriate, State and Local 
Government – support systems to be extended to international students. 
 

• That MRN and UMSA work together to provide a list of sources of support and assistance in Myanmar 
language, and disseminate to students. This will include links to available sources of financial support, 
as well as mental health support, and so on. 
 

• That MRN and UMSA work together to provide assistance to students from Myanmar who are facing 
challenges in applying for support; in particular, UMSA members who have experience in applying 
for support can act as mentors, helping others who are struggling with their applications. 
 

• That MRN and UMSA work together in matching students who are struggling with their studies with 
‘mentors’ who are part of MRN and can provide ongoing coaching and peer support.  

 

 

 
2 https://unionsnsw.org.au/NWLB_survey_results_aug_2020.pdf  ; https://www.sbs.com.au/news/australia-s-international-students-are-
going-hungry-with-60-per-cent-now-unemployed – accessed 28 August 2020 

https://unionsnsw.org.au/NWLB_survey_results_aug_2020.pdf
https://www.sbs.com.au/news/australia-s-international-students-are-going-hungry-with-60-per-cent-now-unemployed
https://www.sbs.com.au/news/australia-s-international-students-are-going-hungry-with-60-per-cent-now-unemployed
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ANNEXES 
Table 1:  How long have you been studying at an Australian university (in total)? 

# Answer % Count 

1 Less than six months 8.33% 5 

2 Between 6 and 12 months 20.00% 12 

3 Between 12 and 24 months 26.67% 16 

4 More than 24 months 45.00% 27 

 Total 100% 60 

 
Table 2:  What type of degree are you enrolled in? 

# Answer % Count 

1 Undergraduate 63.33% 38 

2 Masters 16.67% 10 

3 PhD 5.00% 3 

4 Other 15.00% 9 

 Total 100% 60 

 

Table 3:  Before COVID-19, what was your main source of income? 

# Answer % Count 

1 Scholarship - please specify name of scholarship 18.33% 11 

2 Part-time employment 23.33% 14 

3 Full-time employment 1.67% 1 

4 Family support 55.00% 33 

5 Other 1.67% 1 

 Total 100% 60 
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Table 4: To what extent has the COVID-19 pandemic impacted on your ability to support yourself (and dependents, 
if relevant) financially during your studies in Australia? 

# 
 

Answer % Count 

1 No impact 22.41% 13 

2 Minor impact (I have to go without a few things that I would normally have) 25.86% 15 

3 Moderate impact (I have to go without some things that I need) 31.03% 18 

4 Major impact (I am struggling to meet even basic expenses like rent and food) 15.52% 9 

5 Extreme impact (I am no longer able to financially support myself) 5.17% 3 

 Total 100% 58 

 

Table 5: What is the most significant impact that the COVID-19 impact has had on studies? 

Major impact Number 

Problems with online learning 15 

Loss of motivation/concentration 7 

Trouble working from home 6 

Difficulty accessing resources/ labs 6 

Loss of income 5 

Other mental health concerns 4 

Struggling with lack of social contact 3 

Other 2 
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Table 6:  What forms, if any, of emergency COVID-19 assistance for international students have you heard of? 
[Select all answers that apply] 

# Answer % Count 

1 I have not heard of any forms of emergency assistance for international students 15% 9 

2 Emergency COVID-19 support provided by my university 55% 33 

3 Victorian Government International Student Emergency Relief Fund 53.33% 32 

4 City of Melbourne international student support 11.67% 7 

5 Victorian Government (COVID-19) rent relief grant 20% 12 

6 Foodbank Victoria (emergency food support) 16.67% 10 

7 Student financial aid loan 13.33% 8 

8 Other - specify 5% 3 

 

Table 7:  What forms, if any, of emergency COVID-19 assistance for international students have you applied for? 

# Answer % Count 

1 I have not heard of any forms of emergency assistance for international students 11.67% 7 

2 Emergency COVID-19 support provided by my university 21.67% 13 

3 Victorian Government International Student Emergency Relief Fund 8.33% 5 

4 City of Melbourne international student support 1.67% 1 

5 Victorian Government (COVID-19) rent relief grant 0.00% 0 

6 Foodbank Victoria (emergency food support) 3.33% 2 

7 Student financial aid loan 3.33% 2 

8 Other - specify 5% 3 

 

Table 8: If you have not applied for any forms of emergency assistance, why not? 

# Answer % Count 

1 I don’t know what types of support are available for international students in Australia 40.91% 18 

2 I don’t qualify for the existing forms of support available for international students in 
Australia 

50.00% 22 

3 Other - specify 9.09% 4 

 Total 100% 44 
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Table 9: How satisfied are you with the support that you have received from your university within the context of 
COVID-19? 

# Answer % Count 

1 Unsatisfied - I have not received any support, or only general emails and information on 
resources 

29.63% 16 

2 Neither satisfied nor unsatisfied - I have received help but I still need more 33.33% 18 

3 Satisfied - I have received enough support from my university 16.67% 9 

4 Not applicable (I don't need any support) 20.37% 11 

 Total 100% 54 

 

Table 10: On a scale of 1 to 5, with 1=totally insufficient and 5=totally sufficient, to what extent do you feel that 
the support available for international students in Australia has been sufficient to meet your needs in the current 
situation? 

# Answer % Count 

1 1 – totally insufficient 19.51% 8 

2 2 – insufficient 34.15% 14 

3 3 – neither sufficient nor insufficient 34.15% 14 

4 4 – sufficient 12.20% 5 

5 5 – totally sufficient 0.00% 0 

 Total 100% 41 
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